Influence of thymectomy on the susceptibility of cats to feline leukemia virus and lymphosarcoma.
Twelve cats were thymectomized at 5 weeks of age. Six of these cats were inoculated at 8 weeks of age and 6 at 4 months of age with the Rickard (R) strain of feline leukemia virus (FeLV), which produces a high incidence of thymic lymphosarcoma. Two groups of age-matched nonthymectomized cats were inoculated with the same FeLV-R stock. Thymectomy prior to FeLV infection had no influence on the induction of viremia or the incidence of lymphosarcoma. In the FeLV-inoculated nonthymectomized cats, lymphosarcoma developed in the thymus. In the thymectomized cats, lymphosarcoma developed in the intestine, mesenteric lymph nodes, and bone marrow, but the malignant lymphoblasts had surface markers characteristic of feline T lymphocytes. It was concluded that the presence of the thymus per se is not required for infection and oncogenesis by FeLV and that feline T lymphocytes may be transformed after peripheralization to other tissues.